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PART ONE: THE FALL



CHAPTER 1
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The neon sign outside the Broken Spoke buzzed like a dying hornet, casting red shadows across Jake Millerson's face as he stumbled out into the Nashville night. Three a.m. The hour when honky-tonks closed and bad decisions began.

Jake's boots scraped against the asphalt as he fumbled for his keys, the parking lot spinning like a carousel that wouldn't stop. Twenty-eight years old, and he'd already lived three lifetimes—most of them in the past five years since "Tennessee Rain" hit number one on the Billboard country charts.

"Jake! Jake Millerson!" Some fan, probably. They were always there, materializing out of the darkness like moths drawn to a flame that was burning too bright, too fast, consuming everything in its path including the man at the center.

He didn't turn around. Just kept walking toward his '67 Chevy pickup, the one thing he'd kept from before the fame, before the money, before everything turned to gold-plated shit. The truck sat under a flickering streetlight, paint faded and dented in places he couldn't remember causing, though he suspected most of them involved parking lots and alcohol and judgment impaired beyond recognition.

His phone buzzed again in his pocket. He pulled it out, squinting at the too-bright screen. Thirty-seven missed calls from his manager, Rick. Twelve from his publicist, Jennifer. Four from his mother, which meant she'd seen the photos from last night's show in Memphis. The ones where he'd forgotten half the words to his own songs, where he'd fallen off the stage during the encore, where his nose had bled all over his white western shirt while five thousand fans watched in stunned silence, their phones held high to capture every moment of his very public disintegration.

The cocaine. Always the goddamn cocaine.

Jake finally got the key in the ignition on the fourth try, his hands shaking so badly he could barely grip the metal. The engine turned over with a familiar rumble—at least something in his life still worked the way it was supposed to. He peeled out of the parking lot, gravel spraying behind him like shrapnel from an explosion he couldn't quite remember causing but knew he was responsible for.

Nashville blurred past his windows in streaks of neon and shadow. The honky-tonks on Broadway with their three-story facades and live music pouring into the street like water from a broken dam. The Ryman Auditorium standing solemn and sacred like the church it used to be, the mother church of country music, watching over the city's descent into tourist trap commercialism with the sad dignity of a grandmother watching her grandchildren make terrible choices. The pedestrians stumbling between bars, young women in cowboy boots and short dresses they'd bought specifically for this trip, men in pearl-snap shirts trying to look like the stars they'd come to see, all of them drunk and laughing and alive in a way Jake couldn't remember feeling without chemical assistance.

The recording studios tucked into warehouses and office buildings, where dreams came true or died screaming, where talented kids from small towns across America came to make it big and mostly ended up waiting tables or going back home with their tails between their legs and their dreams crushed under the heel of an industry that chewed people up and spit them out without a second thought.

Jake had seen both sides. Hell, he'd lived both sides. He was one of the lucky ones, the ones who made it, whose songs climbed the charts and whose face ended up on billboards and whose name became synonymous with a certain kind of heartbreak that sold records and concert tickets.

But right now, driving through the empty streets with his heart hammering and his nose raw from the coke he'd done in the bathroom between sets, he didn't feel lucky. He felt like he was dying. Slowly, incrementally, one bad decision at a time.

His hands shook on the steering wheel, tremors running from his fingers up through his arms and into his chest where his heart hammered like it was trying to break free from his ribcage, like it was trying to escape the body that was slowly killing it. Not from the alcohol—he could drink a fifth of Jack Daniels and still walk a straight line, still pass a field sobriety test if he had to. No, this was the comedown. The chemical crash that followed every high, that dark valley between peaks where demons waited with open arms and sharp teeth, whispering all the truths he spent most of his waking hours trying to avoid.

He needed more. Just a little more to smooth out the edges, to quiet the voices in his head that told him he was a fraud. That his success was a cosmic accident, a joke the universe was playing on everyone who believed in him. That he'd be found out any day now, exposed as the talentless hack he knew himself to be deep down where the truth lived in dark corners.

Jake pulled over on a side street in East Nashville, outside a house he knew too well. Peeling paint the color of jaundice. Chain-link fence held together with rust and prayer and probably tetanus. Pit bull tied up in the yard that didn't even bark anymore when he showed up, just watched him with sad, knowing eyes that seemed to say "I see you, I know what you're doing, and I'm disappointed but not surprised."

This was Ricky Delgado's place. Not his manager Rick—this was Ricky with a 'y', the one who kept Jake's nose powder fresh and his conscience buried six feet deep under a mountain of justifications and rationalizations and promises that this would be the last time, he just needed to get through tonight, just needed to make it to tomorrow, just needed to survive one more day.

Three knocks, pause, two more knocks. The code they'd established months ago, back when Jake still had enough shame to care about discretion.

The door opened a crack, security chain still on. Ricky's bloodshot eye appeared in the gap, darting left and right to scan the empty street before settling on Jake's face with a mixture of greed and something that might have been pity if Ricky was capable of feeling such things for his customers.

"Jesus Christ, Jake. It's three in the morning."

"I know what time it is. You gonna let me in or what?"

The door closed, chain rattled, opened again. Ricky stood there in a stained wife-beater and boxer shorts with SpongeBob on them, which would have been funny if anything in Jake's life was funny anymore. He was scratching his considerable gut, his fingernails leaving red trails on skin that looked like it hadn't seen soap in days.

The house smelled like cat piss and stale cigarettes and something else, something chemical and wrong that Jake couldn't identify and didn't want to. This was the smell of rock bottom, the olfactory signature of lives circling the drain.

"How much you need?"

"What you got?"

Ricky laughed, a wet, phlegmy sound that turned into a hacking cough. When he recovered, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he grinned, showing teeth stained brown from chewing tobacco. "For you? Everything, brother. You're my best customer. My golden goose. My meal ticket to that condo in Florida I'm gonna buy when I retire from this shit."

"Just show me what you got."

Inside, the house was worse than the outside, which Jake hadn't thought possible. Stacks of newspapers yellowing in corners, some of them from years ago, chronicling a world that had moved on while Ricky stayed frozen in this moment of degradation. Empty pizza boxes creating a modern art installation of neglect and takeout grease. Cups and cans and bottles covering every surface like an archaeological dig into the layers of human waste and bad decisions.

The coffee table in the living room—if you could call it that—was already covered in white residue and razor blades and crumpled bills. A mirror lay face-up, its surface scratched and scarred from thousands of lines chopped and snorted and chased, a testament to the volume of human misery that had passed through this room.

This was where dreams came to die, Jake thought. Or maybe where they came to hide from the light, where they came to pretend that tomorrow would be better even though everyone knew it would only be worse.

Ricky pulled out a plastic bag from somewhere—Jake didn't ask where, didn't want to know, had learned long ago that some questions were better left unasked—and dumped white powder onto the filthy table like a chef plating an expensive meal at a five-star restaurant. The pile glinted under the single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, beautiful and terrible and irresistible.

"Peru's finest. Just came in yesterday. Purest shit I've had in months. You want a sample before you buy?"

"I trust you," Jake said, which was a lie. He didn't trust Ricky. Didn't trust anyone anymore, if he was being honest, which he tried not to be because honesty was painful and he'd built his entire life around avoiding pain. But he trusted the coke to do what it always did: make him feel invincible for a few hours before dropping him back into hell with an even harder landing than the last time.

An hour later, Jake was flying. Not the gentle buzz of whiskey or the mellow drift of weed—this was rocket fuel, nitrous oxide for the soul, lightning in powder form. Ricky had set him up with an eight-ball of Peru's finest, and Jake had done half of it right there on the coffee table, using a rolled-up hundred-dollar bill that had his own face on it from some promotional thing his label had done, some campaign he couldn't even remember agreeing to.

The irony wasn't lost on him. Nothing was lost on him right now. Everything was crystal clear, sharp-edged and brilliant and terrible in its clarity. He could see the individual dust motes floating in the yellow lamplight, each one a tiny universe spinning in space. He could hear his heart hammering like a drum solo, each beat distinct and powerful and slightly off-rhythm in a way that would have bothered him if he was sober but now just seemed like part of the cosmic symphony. He could feel the universe expanding in his chest, pressing against his ribs, demanding more space than his body could provide, threatening to crack him open like an egg and spill his insides across Ricky's disgusting carpet.

"You want some company?" Ricky asked, already texting on his phone with thumbs that moved too fast for a man his size, thumbs that had clearly sent this text many times before to many different people in various states of pharmaceutical enhancement.

"What kind of company?"

"The kind that don't ask questions. The kind that don't remember names in the morning. The kind that knows the score and don't expect nothing except what you're willing to give, which usually ain't much beyond some drugs and maybe a couple hundred bucks."

Twenty minutes later, there were two girls on the couch. Jake didn't catch their names. Didn't need to. Didn't want to, really, because names made things real and real was exactly what he was trying to avoid. One was blonde with hair extensions that were too obvious and a crop top that showed her pierced belly button and too much skin for three in the morning. One was brunette in tight jeans and too much mascara that was already starting to run, giving her raccoon eyes that matched the dark circles of her life choices.

Both were young—too young, probably, though Jake had stopped asking ages because the answers were always depressing and he had enough depression without adding statutory implications to his list of moral failures.

The blonde did a line off the brunette's stomach, giggling as the powder disappeared up her nose and hit her system, her pupils dilating in real time. The brunette giggled back and pulled Jake's hand to her thigh, her skin warm through cheap denim that smelled like cigarette smoke and vanilla body spray and the particular desperation of youth spent too fast.

He felt nothing. Not attraction, not desire, not even the basic biological imperative that should have kicked in when a reasonably attractive woman put his hand on her leg. Just a vast emptiness where feelings used to be. An absence so profound it had its own weight, its own gravity, pulling everything down into it like a black hole at the center of his chest where his heart used to beat for things that mattered.

This was his life now. This was what success looked like from the inside. The magazines showed the platinum records and the sold-out shows and the red carpets and the award ceremonies. They didn't show this—the 3 a.m. dealer visits, the nameless girls who were somebody's daughters making terrible choices, the hollow performance of being human while feeling like a ghost haunting your own body, watching yourself make bad decision after bad decision and being powerless to stop it.

His phone rang again, the buzzing cutting through the haze. Rick. His real manager, not the dealer.

"Yeah," Jake answered, his voice tight, jaw clenched from grinding his teeth for the past hour.

"Where the hell are you? You missed the interview with Rolling Stone. That was scheduled for yesterday, Jake. Yesterday at two p.m. Do you understand what you've done? Do you have any idea how hard it was to get that interview in the first place?"

Had it been yesterday? Time was slippery lately, running through his fingers like water, like sand, like the last few years of his life that he could barely remember through the chemical fog that had become his permanent state of existence.

"I'll call them. Make it up to them. Do the interview later."

"You'll call them? You're going to call Rolling Stone magazine—Rolling Stone, Jake, the publication that makes and breaks careers—and explain why Jake Millerson, the biggest name in country music right now, blew them off for a scheduled feature interview? The cover story, Jake. They were going to put you on the goddamn cover and now they're threatening to run a piece about how you're the next cautionary tale, the next 'what could have been,' the next promising artist who pissed it all away on drugs and ego."

"I said I'll handle it."

"No. No, you won't handle it. You know what you're going to do? You're going to get your ass to the studio tomorrow morning at eight a.m. sharp. We're recording the last three tracks for the album, and then you're going on the promo tour whether you like it or not. The label is breathing down my neck. The investors are asking questions. Your fans are starting to notice something's wrong. And frankly, Jake, I don't know how much longer I can keep covering for you, keep making excuses, keep lying to people about where you are and why you can't meet your obligations."

"Can't do eight. Make it noon."

"Eight. A.M. And Jake? If you show up high, if you show up drunk, if you show up anything other than ready to work and professional and the artist I know you can be when you're not destroying yourself, I'm done. You understand me? Done. I'll drop you so fast your head will spin. I don't care how many hits you've had. I don't care if 'Tennessee Rain' is the most-played country song of the decade. None of that matters if you can't get your shit together long enough to finish this album and promote it like a professional."

The line went dead.

Jake looked at the phone, then at the pile of coke on the table—still substantial, enough to keep him going for hours if he wanted, enough to make tomorrow's eight a.m. studio session physically impossible—then at the two girls who were now making out with each other on Ricky's stained couch, performing for him like he was supposed to care, like he was supposed to feel something other than the crushing weight of his own failure pressing down on him like a physical thing.

"Fuck it," he said to no one in particular, and leaned down for another line.

The sun was coming up when he finally left Ricky's place, stumbling out into daylight that felt like an assault on his dilated pupils. The sky was turning that particular shade of purple-gray that Nashville mornings wore like a bruise, like a badge of honor for everyone who'd survived another night in Music City, though Jake wasn't sure "survived" was the right word for what he was doing.

Jake's jaw hurt from grinding his teeth for hours, the muscles locked tight and screaming. His nose was raw and bleeding slightly, copper taste mixing with the chemical drip in the back of his throat that he'd learned to ignore. His brain felt like it was wrapped in steel wool, every thought scraping against his skull on its way through, leaving scratches that would turn into scars he'd carry forever.

He drove home on autopilot, his hands steering while his mind drifted through the wreckage of his life like a ghost touring its own haunted house, examining each room of failure and disappointment with a detached curiosity that would have been funny if anything was funny anymore.

The farmhouse he'd bought in Franklin sat on twenty acres of prime Tennessee land, all rolling hills and white fences that looked like something out of a country song, which was appropriate since a country song had paid for it. Horses in the pasture that he never rode, too afraid he'd fall off in his current state of chemical impairment and break his neck, which would at least make the decision about tomorrow easier. Gardens he never tended, growing wild and overgrown, a metaphor for his life that was too obvious to even acknowledge. A swimming pool he never swam in, the water green with algae because he'd fired the pool guy three months ago when the guy had looked at him with too much pity.

All of it bought with the money from "Tennessee Rain," that one perfect song he'd written in twenty minutes on his mama's porch during a thunderstorm the day his daddy died. The song that had changed everything and ruined everything in equal measure.

His mother had been so proud when he bought this place. "My baby's got a real home now," she'd said, crying happy tears, hugging him so tight he could barely breathe, believing that success and property ownership meant her son was going to be okay, that all the hard years and sacrifice had been worth it. That was two years ago. Before the coke took over. Before everything good in his life turned to ash in his mouth.

If she could see him now, driving up to his mansion at dawn with dried blood under his nose and another night of degradation behind him, she'd probably cry different tears. Probably regret ever encouraging him to pursue music, to chase this dream that had turned into a nightmare he couldn't wake up from.

Jake pulled into the circular
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